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It comes in flashbacks, sometimes. In nightmares. In dreams. Jason is standing in the forest at the edge of the 
family farm. Its a bright afternoon, sunlight filtering through the trees and glinting off of the snow. His breath 


comes in visible puffs. 


The butt of the rifle is nestled in tight against his shoulder, the stock smooth against his cheek He's gazing 
down the sight. The muzzle rises and falls with his breath, steady and slow. There's a familiar split-second 
pause: half an exhale, holding his breath, and the gentle squeeze of the trigger. 


The shot is loud and sharp. It rings out into the emptiness and echoes back at him, crackling like man-made 
thunder. It sounds like something tearing apart. In the distance, a flock of birds startles into flight. 


In the memory, his father is there. 


In the dream, he is alone. 


James takes him duck hunting, once. It happens at the tail end of November 1989, during that murky period 
between Damaged Justice and the recording of the Black Album. He picks Jason up early on a Tuesday morning, 
the bed of his truck loaded down with enough supplies to camp out for a day or two, and they're off. 


Something is uneasy between them from the get-go, lurking in the silence that fills the cab of the truck. 
James hums along to Thin Lizzy on the stereo, cracks a shitty joke every so often, but something seems off- 
kilter. By the time they're setting up the tent at the campsite that evening, James is in a dark mood for no 


reason at all. 


"lm gonna go take a leak," he announces, standing up from where he had been hammering the tent pegs into 
the frozen ground. Jason looks up just in time to see the truck keys arcing through the air towards him-a 
flash of silver in the dwindling light-and watches them hit the ground, punching a little crater into the snow. 


"Nice catch." 


James stumbles off somewhere behind a tree to piss, leaving Jason to scoop the keys up with cold-reddened 
fingers. He wipes them off on his jeans and stuffs them in his pocket. The snow crunches under his boots as 
he trudges back over to the truck to grab the sleeping bags out of the truck, one in each hand, and then 


pauses when he sees the two green rifle bags leaned up against the left wheel well. 


There's a twinge in the back of his mind. A feeling, too faint to place. It makes him stop for a moment, 
hesitating, and reach out to trace his fingers along the cold canvas, the metal teeth of the zipper. Reminiscing, 
maybe. He always hated hunting as a kid. It was something he only really did because it was expected of him- 
and because it was a way to spend time with his dad-but the idea of it puts a sick feeling in the pit of his 
stomach: the way each animal jerks and crumples the same way, the folded legs, the fresh steam of innards 


from a slit belly. He started avoiding hunting trips altogether when he was seventeen or eighteen 


A bird calls from somewhere behind him. Jason's fingers twitch and withdraw. 


He grabs the sleeping bags and tosses them into the tent, carries the propane stove, food, and booze over to 
the ancient picnic table, then lifts the tailgate and slams it shut with his shoulder. On second thought, he locks 
it. The campsite seemed empty except for the supervisor's trailer they saw on the way in, but he decides to 


err on the side of caution. 


James comes traipsing back in a marginally better mood, which lightens a little further as they get a fire 
going and cook up sausages and eggs for dinner. Inevitably, the drinking begins - vodka for James, a few beers 
for Jason. It's still just a little awkward, being alone with James like this. Jason feels the need to keep his guard 
up, his wits about him; despite touring together for the past few years, he still finds James easier to handle 
with Kirk and Lars as buffers. He's not quite sure how to act when it's just the two of them. 


The cold has begun to creep in now that the sun has set. James is slouched in a folding chair across the fire 
from Jason, knees bent, long legs spread wide. His red toque is pulled down to his eyebrows and his scarf up to 
his chin, leaving just a thin strip of his face poking out. Jason watches him raise the vodka to his lips and take 
a swig. The firelight flickers and dances on the glass bottle. 


"You started thinking about the next album yet?" 
Jason sniffs, rubs his nose. "Yeah. | got some ideas. Just snippets so far, | guess. You?" 


James makes a face. "A few riffs, just shit that came to me on the bus. | don't even wanna think about 


touring again yet, though. Fuck." 


| was surprised you wanted to go hunting together, actually," Jason says after a moment. "Like, so soon after 


getting home, | mean | thought you would have been sick of me." 


"| am sick of you," James retorts casually, "Sick of your goofy-ass face." He breathes a long sigh, then shrugs: 
"| dunno, man. | guess maybe it feels weird, sometimes, walking off of that bus after a year and trying to be 
normal again. It's like.. Touching down after walking on the moon, or something, y'know? It's nice to come home 
and hang out with friends or whatever, but it wears off after a week or two, ‘cause they all have stupid nine- 
to-five jobs, and they're getting married, and popping out babies and shit. They go back to their lives, and | 
just watch TV and drink beer and ignore all of Lars’ calls. Y'know?" 


"Yeah," Jason says with a little laugh. "Yeah, | know what you mean. Its good to be home, but l'm already 
feeling kind of.. restless, yeah." 


There's a pause. James clears his throat. "How's the wife?" 
"She's good, yeah. We're good." 


"Bet you two fucked like rabbits when you got home." 


Jason ducks his chin and averts his eyes, giving an uncomfortable, sheepish chuckle. "It was- Yeah. It was nice. 
She did a lot of work on the house while | was away, too, making it look all pretty and everything. It doesn't 
really feel like home, yet, but it will" He crosses his ankles, fidgeting. "What about you, what about your girl?" 


"Same as always." 


Another silence. Jason takes a breath, plays with the tab on his beer can. "Does she- Does she ever care? 
About.. What happens on tour, when she's not out on the road with us?" 


James’ gloved hand tightens around the neck of the bottle at his side. "No. Does yours?" 
Slowly, Jason shakes his head. "We don't talk about it" 

"Some things aren't worth fighting about" 

"Guess not" 

They sit a few more minutes in silence. 


"We should probably clean up and hit the sack," James finally suggests. "Gotta be up around five tomorrow 


morning, and all." 


Its a bit of a relief. The two of them set about tidying up the remnants of their dinner, packing up the cooler 
and garbage and putting it all back in the truck for safekeeping. While James sets up his sleeping bag inside the 
little two-person tent, Jason borrows a bit of water from the jug to splash his face and brush his teeth. By 
the time he douses the fire, toes his boots off outside and unzips the door flap, James is already snoring. 


The alarm on James' watch goes off at the ass-crack of dawn on Wednesday morning. Despite the overnight 
drop in temperature, the tent is warm and only a little ripe-smelling. When James reaches over to jostle him 


awake, Jason has to resist the urge to ask for five more minutes. "Alright, alright, I'm awake. What time s'it?" 
‘Four forty-five. Get dressed, I'll start breakfast so we can eat before we head out" 


An electric lantern clicks on, making Jason squint and rub his eyes. He watches with groggy reticence as James 
wiggles out of his sleeping bag in briefs, socks, and a threadbare Aerosmith t-shirt, gooseflesh visibly 
spreading on his arms in the cold air. He tugs on the hoodie and jeans he had been using as a pillow. "C'mon, 


sleeping beauty. If you're not fed and ready to go by five-thirty, I'm leaving without you." 


Listlessly, Jason flips him off. He cringes at the waft of freezing air that drifts in when James unzips the tent 
door and steps out. It's with great reluctance that he finally crawls out of his cocoon to get dressed, but once 


he emerges from the tent five minutes later, he finds James has already put water on the propane stove to 


boil 

"You like oatmeal?" 

Jason shrugs, shivering in his lined denim jacket. "It's fine. Could really go for some coffee, though." 
"Yeah, yeah. Give it two minutes. Here, take the keys and go grab the boots and shit" 


Obediently, Jason takes the keys and heads back to the truck. Their pile of clothing - gloves, neck warmers, 
camouflage jackets and toques, half of it borrowed from one of James’ other hunting buddies - is all sitting in 
a duffel on the back seat, which Jason hauls back to the picnic table. He makes a second trip to bring over the 


chest waders. 


"Here," James says when he returns, pushing a tin mug of instant coffee into his hands. "Drink up, grab a bowl 


of oatmeal, then let's get dressed." 


It's shitty coffee, sour on his tongue, but its warm. Jason holds it close to his chest and breathes it in, letting 
the fog of his breath mingle with the steam. 


"You've used a break-action shotgun before, right?" James thinks to ask later, as the two of them are pulling 
on their rubber boots. 


Jason hesitates, but nods. "A few times, mostly just for skeet shooting. We used my dad's old .22 for hunting 


when | was growing up." 


‘It's not that different, anyways. More recoil, maybe a little louder, but it's the same thing. Pull the trigger, 
the little birdy falls out of the sky, and then we make duck soup for dinner." He says it with that familiar, 


cartoon-evil grin, sharp canines flashing. Jason can't help but laugh. 


The drive out to the pond is about a half-hour. By the time they're climbing out of the truck and hauling the 
sledgehammers, shotguns, and decoys down to the water with their headlamps on, the light is just starting to 


break on the horizon 


"Shit," James mutters, tossing the decoys down in the brush, a few meters back from the edge of the water. 
"We better hurry and bust up some of this ice before the sun comes up.’ 


Luckily, the frozen surface of the pond is still thin enough to break and clear away, and the water is shallow 
enough that it's safe to wade in and cover more ground. Jason shivers in his waders the entire time. He lets 
James take point on placing the decoys—a dozen or so, just classic mallard floaters. He likes the way they drift 


in the water, motionless and ornamental. Like bath Toys. 


They swap their wet gloves for dry ones and take their time getting set up by the edge of the water, 
hunkered down behind a clump of taller vegetation. James unzips the carry bags and hands a shotgun to Jason, 
simple as that. 


"| field-stripped ‘em yesterday morning, but check it out anyway.” 


The gun is both lighter and heavier than Jason remembers. He holds it gingerly, one hand on the barrel, one on 
the stock, muzzle pointed out at the water. Never point at something unless you're prepared to kill it, thats 


what his dad used to say. 


Even six or eight years later, the steps come naturally: turn the action release, look through both barrels, feel 
it over from tip to tail. It's still dark out, but the headlamp helps, and the blueish circle of lightening sky is 
unobstructed when Jason points the muzzle up in the air. No warp, no buckle, no cracks to be seen Jason 


slides his hand along the stock, over the grip, thumbs the safety off and then back on again 
"Nice, huh?" James says, watching him. 
"Yeah," Jason murmurs, feeling the ribbing. "Yeah, it's nice, man. Real nice." 


First gun | ever bought," James tells him. "Paid four hundred bucks for it a couple years ago, nearly brand 


new. 


The boyish pride in his voice brings a smile to Jason's lips. He glances over to meet James’ gaze, then back 
down at the gun. His thumb drifts over the serial number. He holds the latch and closes the action, then hefts 
it into position, tucking it into the pocket of his shoulder. Getting a feel for it. He can feel James’ eyes on him, 
heavy like a five-pound weight. 


"Here, slide this foot back just a bit," James says, moving closer. His hand lands on Jason's right hip, gently 


pulling back. "That's better. Really try to lean into it, y'know, let your body move with the recoil” 


Even through three layers of material, the contact seems to linger too long. It's casual, almost possessive. 
Jason tries to focus on the weight of the gun, the twinge of his cold fingers, the way the sky is just starting 


to glow on the horizon, but all he can feel is the pressure of James’ hand. The presence. 


"Just like that," James says softly, right next to his ear. "The trick is to aim just below your bird, then swing 
up and fire off the shot right as the barrel passes over it. You have to compensate for the motion, y'know. 
You have to know where it's going to be, just a split-second before it gets there." 


Jason stays motionless, staring out at the far side of the pond, letting the bead sight blur in his periphery. 
He's acutely aware of the way his cheek rubs up against the wood of the stock. Even in the wide-open air like 
this - the expanse of the pond and the marshland beyond it, the snow and ice and open water reflecting the 
faint light of dawn - the world seems to narrow to the head of a pin. It's just him and James and James’ hand 
on his hip and the way his finger twitches against the trigger guard, the steady thump of his heart inside of 


his chest, the suffocating silence and James pressing up against him and nowhere to run from any of it. 


Jason swallows, takes a breath. The muzzle of the gun falters. James is still there, still behind him, chest flush 


up against his back. There's a ringing in Jason's ears, but for once it's not tinnitus. 


There had been moments like this, on tour. Moments when James was drunk and Jason's guard was down, 
when they scrabbled at each other's clothing without saying a word, needy hands finding bare skin under the 
stage, in the shower, in a hotel room. Moments that were never mentioned, never discussed. Never 


acknowledged. 

This isn't that. 

This is cold, and sober, and silent, and crushingly, unavoidably real. 
"James," Jason breathes, his voice catching. "Fuck, man, | can't.." 


The hand on his hip is moving, sliding between Jason's legs and groping over his cock, teasing, rubbing him 
through three layers of material. 


"James," Jason says again, heavy desperation bleeding into his tone. 


"Just keep looking," James says. He unbuckles the belt of Jason's hip waders and then both straps, clumsily 
pulling the bib down until it dangles at Jason's hips, dragging in the snow. Jason keeps his gaze forward, the 
shotgun still nestled in his shoulder, looking out across the pond and the shattered ice they cleared away. 


Frozen. 


He chokes out a muffled curse when James grabs his cock in earnest. It's too fucking cold out to be doing this, 
but James does anyway, his hand big and rough and warm where it covers Jason's dick, pulling hard and fast 
right away, as if he has something to prove. "Oh, fuck" 


He can't resist glancing down, seeing James’ hand working him over, fondling over the pink head of his cock 
where it sticks out of his pants. It's almost too much. He closes his eyes and ducks his head, brow furrowed. A 
memory flashes through his head unbidden - a small kitchen with white-and-floral wallpaper, a queen-sized 
bed with a duvet he didn't choose, two toothbrushes in a cup holder, a framed wedding picture in a hallway - 
but he pushes it aside, letting it slip back into the murky darkness. 


"You look so good like this," James mutters, breath coming in warm puffs against the side of his neck. "Fuck, 


Jase." 


Jason groans. He lets it happen - standing still like a wax figurine, a plastic Gl. Joe, holding the gun steady with 
James' hand down his pants. His arms soon start to burn from the weight of it, but he doesn't dare lower 


them. If he does, he'll break the spell. If he moves at all, he'll snap back to reality. 


He focuses on breathing instead. The barrel of the gun rises and falls with each inhale and exhale, jerks with 
every thump of his heart, every minute twitch of muscle. 


The sun has begun to drag itself up over the pond in swaths of pink and gold, arcing across the sky in streaks 
of neon tangerine. It's beautiful. It's agonizing. Jason's heart is pounding so hard against his ribs he thinks his 
chest might crack wide open, let his hate and his love spill out into the snow and shattered ice. 


James says come for me and he does. 


When the ringing in his ears subsides, James is wiping his hand in the snow and putting his gloves on. Jason 


clips his waders back into place. They don't talk about it. 


They catch their bag limit that day; James gets three male mallards, Jason gets a hen. He does it just how 
James told him to - start low, swing up, pull the trigger halfway. He gets her on the first shot and watches 
her plummet from the sky with wings outstretched, hitting the frozen pond hard. He's wearing earplugs, but 
the sound of her lifeless body smacking the ice seems to echo in his ears, louder than the blast of the 
shotgun. 


James is happy on the walk back to the truck. He holds the birds by their limp necks, their bodies swaying 


with each step. He's humming something. After a few bars, Jason realizes it's Sweet Emotion 


"You did good today," James tells him offhandedly, tossing the birds and the gun bags into the bed. "Not bad, 


for a first timer." 

Jason stares into one of the hen's dead eyes and remembers the little red smear left on the snow where he 
retrieved her corpse. Remembers James clapping him on the back in approval. Remembers the silver wedding 
band on his finger. Remembers James' hand between his legs, rough and urgent. 


| had a good time," is all he can think to say. 


James' gaze is impassive. Knowing. "You'll get better with practice," he says, slamming the tailgate shut. He 


rounds the driver's side, and Jason goes the opposite way. The passenger door creaks when he climbs in. 


He's standing in the forest on the farm again, this time at dawn. The air is still thick with moisture from the 
previous night, glowing red where the sun is starting to poke its fingers through the trees. Jason widens his 
stance and raises his father's 22 to his shoulder, opposite elbow tucked in against his hip for support, and 
breathes in. Breathes out. He closes one eye. Through the sight, he sees golden hair. 


He aims for the lung and fires. 


